Telemedicine in the Michigan Upper Peninsula region: an evaluation of the first five years.
A telemedicine network has operated in the Upper Peninsula (UP) region of Michigan since 1995. The Marquette General Health System (MGHS) is the tertiary hospital that provides telemedicine services to 14 surrounding rural health facilities and another seven clinics. In order to assess the state of telemedicine in the UP region and its potential for development, three main factors were assessed: organizational development, telemedicine activity and perceptions of the key players. Data were collected through interviews with five MGHS telemedicine staff, 10 physicians (five from the MGHS and five from surrounding rural areas), 13 of the 14 chief executive officers (CEOs) of the remote telemedicine sites and a survey of 21 telemedicine site coordinators. This information was analysed in order to outline job roles and responsibilities; to document the process of doing telemedicine; and to understand current policies and procedures. Telemedicine activity from 1995 to 1999 was analysed in terms of the purpose of the session. In 1999, a total of 515 telemedicine sessions were conducted, 323 being non-educational and 192 being educational. Most CEOs of the rural hospitals were interested in furthering their use of clinical telemedicine applications. The data also indicated a great need for education, particularly of the rural physicians. The overall view of those surveyed about MGHS's telemedicine programme was positive. Respondents were quick to compliment the staff whenever possible. New telemedicine staff have been employed, which will allow responsibilities to be reassigned in such a way as to create a more efficient system.